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Great parishes shared by
ver
several ethnicities disco
ways to give each group
what it needs while also
forging unity. by Bret

t C. Hoov
er

he medium-sized Midwestern parish
shared by communities of Mexican immigrants and non-Hispanic whites had two
Easter Vigil Masses, one in English and
another in Spanish. During the liturgy of the
word at the second service, a man made his way
up to the priests and quietly spoke to one of them.
Apparently, a car from the current Spanish
Mass was blocking the exit of a family who had
just left the party for the newly baptized and confirmed that had followed the English Mass. The
priest got up after the psalm, read off the license
plate, and asked the person to move the car. About
five minutes later, another man came up, and
again the priest read off the license plate. I felt this
was a shocking interruption on this holiest night
of the year, but I was merely being welcomed back
to the complex world of the “shared parish.”
Shared parishes are Catholic parishes with two
or more distinct cultural groups, each with their
own Masses and their own set of ministries, but
who share the same parish facilities. While there are
no firm statistics on these parishes today, in many
dioceses in traditional immigrant states like California or Florida, between 50 and 75 percent of their
parishes hold Mass in more than one language; in
dioceses whose immigrant population has arrived
since 1990, it’s about 20 to 50 percent of parishes.
Here are some observations I have made while
researching shared parishes across the country.
Brett C. Hoover is an assistant prof
essor of theological
studies at Loyola Marymount Uni
versity in Los
Angeles and the author of the fort
hcoming book The
Shared Parish: Latinos, Anglos,
and the Future of
U.S. Cat holicism (New York Uni
versity Press).

34 U.S. Catholic March 2014

The majority of pastoral activity
—worship, ministry, faith sharing
,
religious education—necessaril
y
takes place in groups specific to
each
language and culture.
Parishioners can only
At one parish a Mexishare faith and make
can woman visiting
complex decisions
from a town without a
together when they can Spanish Mas
s wept as
communicate clearly
she told Spanish-speakand in considerable
ering Massgoers, “You
depth. Admittedly,
don’t know what you
this system of “parallel
have.” Catholics from
worship and ministry”
the dominant culture
creates both advantages also need time
and
and challenges.
space to adjust to the
On the one hand,
changed demographics
immigrant groups—
of their neighborhoods.
especially if they are
On the other
poor and relatively
hand, being one parish
powerless—need a safe requires som
e kind of
space to live out their
common reference, a
Catholic faith, even as
minimally common
they gradually adjust
experience of parish life.
to life in a foreign land. How can we
have both?

Have a common vision of equal
partnership.
ral groups that gather at shared parishes
cultu
The
r socialmost always live unequal lives in the large
uality, a
ineq
omic
econ
of
ts
effec
ety—often due to the
use
beca
But
m.
racis
and
broken immigration system,
socirican
Ame
such inequality is simply assumed in
again to
ety, all of us need to be called over and over
of equal
a different experience, an intentional vision
vision
st’s
Chri
in
d
roote
partnership among cultures
perlly
inua
of the reign of God. We must be cont
) and that
suaded that the last shall be first (Matt. 20:16
s 10:34).
a parish can operate without favoritism (Act
h leaders
paris
of
lity
nsibi
This is squarely the respo
ments,
state
ion
and needs to appear in homilies, miss
one
even in short talks to the different groups. As
Filipino
Mexican American pastor put it to me, his
“prowas
he
that
ve
parishioners had to see and belie
ential
influ
when
Filipino.” Good leaders also intervene
nerpart
l
parishioners veer away from a vision of equa
tious.
ship. Negativity and clannishness are infec

Have just and fair procedures
for negotiating the use of
rooms and worship spaces by the
different groups.
These procedures must be fair (where
everyone fulfills the same requirements),
but they must also be accessible and intelligible to all and address the real needs
of all parishioners (for example, room
request forms should be available in all
major languages).
actice
Parish leaders pr
thy in
and instill empa
parish life.
to
from their leaders
Parishioners learn
ve
ha
ps
some grou
appreciate the fears
ated or ignored—
about being mistre
lor feel invisible in
many people of co
worries or grief
parishes—and the
ng
because of changi
other groups have
ns.
tio
aging congrega
neighborhoods or
challenging
Perhaps the most
some is extending
element of this for
mented parishioempathy to undocu
d
parish will succee
ners. But no shared
ented are seen as
until the undocum
than pariahs.
parishioners rather
Parish committees
share power and have
appropriate representation.
Equality and justice demand that all
Catholics in a parish have an opportunity to participate in ministry and have
proportionate representation in parish
leadership—whether it is on the pastoral council, school board, stewardship
committee, or the finance council.
At one parish in Southern California, leaders in each cultural community—English- and Spanish-speaking
Hispanics of different backgrounds
and Filipinos—who had served on the
parish pastoral council spoke about
it nonchalantly, as if a multicultural
leadership group that relied on translation were the most natural thing in the
world. Pastors at this parish understood
that you cannot have only token representation in such groups; people feel
safety in numbers.
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hared parish life is not easy, but it can be exciting and fulfilling. All of
us need to commit ourselves to a lifelong learning process where we grow
not only in our appreciation of other cultures and their practice of the
Catholic faith but also in understanding of our own cultural expressions of
Catholicism, which often remain invisible to us until we compare them.
All cultures have their strengths and weaknesses, but we should not be hasty
in deciding what those are. Social scientists call this “cultural humility.” At the
Easter Vigil service I described at the beginning, I learned some openness and
flexibility from the Mexican priest celebrating the Mass, who remained unperturbed by the unfortunately necessary interruption. It helped me realize that
making our baptismal bonds with one another concrete is more than worth the
headaches and hassles. In fact, only through these negotiations and struggles do
we become a truly catholic church. USC
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